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Middle managers in today’s organisations have reported experiencing longer working
hours and intensified work regimes. These increased pressures, in turn, have led to
growing difficulty in addressing the integration of their work and personal lives. In an
exploratory study of the daily workplace experiences of Australian middle managers and
the impacts on their personal lives, one of the key themes to emerge was respondents’
concerns about the negative effects on their friendships. This paper discusses middle
managers’ recognition of the value of friendships for their wellbeing, and the resultant
anger and sadness reported at the strain on these relationships due to competing time
demands. The significant role that friendships play in alleviating some of the stresses of
work demands, while concurrently being impeded by these same demands, is an
important issue for organisations to consider. These findings indicate the need for
middle managers to truly have an ability to engage in activities  and friendships  which
will aid them in their working lives. The study also indicates a need for further
investigation into the development and maintenance of friendships for both middle
managers and other groups of employees.
Keywords: middle managers; friendships; work-life integration
Les cadres moyens en entreprise de nos jours travaillent plus longtemps et ont des
emplois du temps plus charge´s. Avec cette pression croissante, il est alors de plus en plus
difficile de jongler entre sa profession et sa vie prive´e. L’un des points principaux
re´sultant d’une enqueˆte pre´liminaire sur les conditions de travail quotidiennes des cadres
moyens en Australie et sur l’impact de celles-ci sur leur vie prive´e e´tait l’inquie´tude des
personnes interroge´es quant aux effets ne´gatifs que cette situation peut avoir sur leurs
amitie´s. Le document aborde le fait que les cadres moyens reconnaissent l’importance de
leurs amitie´s dans leur bien-eˆtre et la cole`re et la tristesse qui proviennent de l’impact
qu’ont les contraintes de temps qui leur sont impose´es sur ces relations. Le roˆle
significatif des amitie´s dans l’ame´lioration du niveau de stress duˆ a` leurs exigences
professionnelles, qui en retour restreignent les liens amicaux, est un point important
dont les entreprises devraient eˆtre conscientes. Cette enqueˆte de´note le besoin des cadres
moyens d’eˆtre en mesure de participer a` des activite´s  et amitie´s  qui les aideront dans
leur vie professionnelle. Elle indique e´galement que d’autres e´tudes sont ne´cessaires
concernant le de´veloppement et l’entretien des amitie´s pour les cadres moyens comme
pour le reste du personnel.
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Middle managers and workpersonal life integration
The nature of work and the way people view their working lives has changed over time,
influenced by the development of new technologies, the intensification of employment, and
altered work patterns for many individuals (Lewis & Cooper, 2005). These shifts have
contributed to the increased blurring of the boundaries between work and personal life,
that is, in determining where the work domain ends and non-work domains begin (e.g.,
Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Clark, 2000; Hardill, Green, & Dudleston, 1997).
While an important aspect of this boundary-blurring is the way in which individuals
negotiate and coordinate their various roles in different domains, such as employee,
spouse, or parent (e.g., Coverman, 1989; Eagle, Miles, & Icenogle, 1997; Greenhaus &
Powell, 2003; Roxburgh, 2002), much research attention has also been given to how the
time demands of these different domains encroach on each other, particularly those of
work and home (e.g., Hochschild, 1997; Thornthwaite, 2004). This encroachment (or
‘spillover’) has been found to be more prevalent in one direction (Frone, Russell, & Cooper,
1992), with paid work becoming increasingly intrusive into both non-work time (e.g., Hall
& Richter, 1988; Morehead, 2001; White, Hill, McGovern, Mills, & Smeaton, 2003) and
space (e.g., DeLongis, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988; Williams & Alliger, 1994; Wilson et al.,
2004). Many people are not only working for longer hours in their workplaces; the
development of new technologies such as mobile phones and laptop computers increases
the potential for work demands to continue after leaving the physical work space.
Increasing numbers of employees are working in their homes, whether formally for one or
more days (e.g., Ellison, 2004; Shumate & Fulk, 2004) or ‘after hours’ in addition to time
in the workplace (e.g., Tietze & Musson, 2005; Wilson et al., 2004). These multiple
intrusions of work into individuals’ home lives (both physically and mentally) have
contributed to a continuing focus by many individuals and researchers on the notion of
worklife balance and how this might be attained.
This concern for increased work demands and longer working hours is of particular
relevance for the middle management experience in today’s organisations. Flatter
organisational structures have been one result of the organisational downsizing and
restructuring of the past 20 years, leading to middle managers having both wider spans of
control (Klagge, 1998) and enlarged roles (Balogun, 2003). Key changes to the middle
management role which have been identified include: dealing with new and ongoing
organisational change initiatives (e.g., Dopson & Neumann, 1998; Fenton-O’Creevy,
2001); increasing ‘people management’ focus due to the devolving of human resource
management responsibilities (e.g., Currie & Procter, 2001; McConville & Holden, 1999);
and an overall expansion of the role through increased responsibility and decision-making
power (e.g., Balogun, 2003; Thomas & Dunkerley, 1999). All these issues have led to longer
working hours and intensified work regimes for middle managers (Thomas & Dunkerley,
1999), resulting in increased difficulty in establishing a balance between work and non-
work activities.
Indeed, it has been argued that the notion of striving for ‘balance’ between work and
personal life is problematic and could be adding to the pressure felt by organisational
employees (Lewis, Rapoport, & Gambles, 2003; Rapoport, Bailyn, Fletcher, & Pruitt,
2002). Speaking of balance may be something of a misnomer, with the inference that equal
weight is given to work and non-work activities. In our discussion, we identify instead with
use of the term ‘workpersonal life integration’ (Lewis et al., 2003, p. 829) with its
recognition of how different areas of life necessarily interact with, and impact on, each
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other. In particular, this terminology implies recognition of the whole person in studies of
organisational life.
It was this concern for the whole person which guided the exploratory research study of
Australian middle managers discussed in this paper. The study investigated both the daily
organisational experiences of middle managers, and the personal impacts of these
experiences both in and beyond the workplace. We were interested in how middle
managers viewed their tasks and interactions within the workplace, and how their feelings
about these experiences affected how they viewed both their work and the organisation. A
further concern was how these experiences impacted other areas of their lives. Under-
standably, much of the research in the non-work arena for organisational employees has
been concerned with family roles, whether as partners, parents, or children. Considerably
less attention has been given to employees’ relationships beyond their families, such as with
friends and the wider community. We aimed to redress this through a broad focus on
middle managers’ lives outside the workplace.
In considering workpersonal life integration, Lewis and her colleagues wrote of the
usefulness of this terminology in acknowledging ‘the synergies and connections between
the different parts of life and the ways in which they feed into each other’ (Lewis et al.,
2003, p. 829). Friendships are a good example of this interconnectedness across different
areas of life. Within the full picture of our lives, friendships are an important aspect
individuals strive to accommodate. At the same time, the presence of friends in people’s
lives can act as a resource to assist them in continued workpersonal life integration,
through the provision of both emotional and practical support. This paper discusses one of
the study’s emergent themes  a strong concern regarding the effects of middle managers’
working lives on their friendships.
Exploring the experiences of middle managers
The exploratory nature of this study guided the methodological decisions made, with the
aim to reveal middle managers’ stories of their workplace and personal experiences and
their own understandings of the effects of these. Heideggerian phenomenology was the
chosen methodology, with its focus on revealing the richness of individual experience
(Baker, Wuest, & Stern, 1992). Using this interpretive approach, the goal was to both gain
a description of respondents’ lived experiences (Oiler, 1982), and learn the meaning that
experience held for them (Drew, 1989). Meaning and understanding of these middle
managers’ lives was revealed through hearing respondents’ stories of their ‘everyday
existence’ (Polt, 1999, p. 45).
The key criterion for this study was that respondents were currently working as a
middle manager within an Australian private sector organisation. In keeping with the
exploratory nature of the research, a broad definition of middle managers was used,
namely: ‘Middle managers include all levels of management between the supervisory level
and the top of the organisation’ (Robbins, Bergman, Stagg, & Coulter, 2000, p. 7). The 20
participants came from a wide range of industries and varying levels of middle
management. In order to explore the experience of being a middle manager and the
personal impacts for the respondents, preliminary focus areas were developed before data
collection began.
The research study was undertaken in two stages. Purposive sampling was utilised in
both stages, with its concern for all participants having experience of the phenomenon
being studied (Creswell, 1998). The method of data collection used in the first stage was
data generation by correspondence (Kralik, Koch, & Brady, 2000). This method involved a
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process of written correspondence between the researcher and each respondent over time
periods of three to six months’ duration. Correspondence was conducted through the
medium of electronic mail (email). In addressing the aims of the study, a key strength of
this method was the opportunity to capture respondents’ ‘day to day’ experiences as they
occurred (Kralik et al., 2000, p. 910) while, at the same time, allowing the respondents to
reflect on these experiences and their effects. Data generation by correspondence allowed
for the construction of an ongoing dialogue between the researcher and the respondent, a
‘to-and-fro’ of hearing respondents’ stories and questioning further to ensure their
meaning was understood. Beyond solely asking questions and receiving responses, there
was an engagement with respondents’ daily experiences and their lives.
Participants in the first stage were initially asked 14 open-ended questions on such
focus areas as their interactions with managers, colleagues, and staff, and the impacts on
their time and relationships outside the workplace. These areas provided a starting point
for discussion. As the correspondence process continued, issues and concerns raised by the
respondents were further explored. Fifteen middle managers participated in this first stage.
The degree of participation differed, with the number of emails received from each
respondent ranging from 1 to 12, with an average of 7. Two respondents only addressed
some of the focus areas, while the remaining 13 responded to all the initial questions and
then addressed further issues raised. On average, two to three broad issues were pursued in
each subsequent email.
Thematic analysis was conducted of the correspondence transcripts, looking for
patterns in the data collected (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). The interpretive nature of this
analysis sought to uncover the meaning conveyed by respondents in their lived experience
(Benner, 1994). Undertaking analysis from the first stage of the study led to the
development of additional focus areas for exploration in the second stage. This stage
involved semi-structured in-depth interviews, further exploring the themes which had
emerged and listening to what respondents had to say about their lived world (Kvale, 1996).
Six middle managers participated in the second stage (including one from the first stage),
with each interview lasting between one and two hours. All interviews were transcribed
verbatim, and thematic analysis was again conducted.
The purpose of the analysis was to understand the shared experiences of these middle
managers, and to reveal the meaning and understanding of these experiences for the study’s
participants. The following discussion presents exemplar stories from respondents which
particularly capture the meaning of these situations (Leonard, 1994). Direct quotations are
identified as either email or interview responses. Respondents have all been given
pseudonyms to protect their privacy and confidentiality.
Middle managers and their friendships
Researchers have often found difficulty in defining friendship, not least because of its
multidimensional construct (Boyd & Taylor, 1998; Pahl, 2000). Indeed, some authors do
not endeavour to provide a definition, launching instead into a discussion from which an
understanding may emerge (e.g., Miller, 1983; Rawlins, 1992). However, Hays (1988, cited
in Boyd & Taylor, 1998, p. 3) provided a useful working definition: ‘a voluntary
interdependence between two persons over time that is intended to facilitate social-
emotional goals of the participants’. The voluntary nature of friendship is emphasised by
Feld and Carter (1998) who argue that, while other personal relationships with family,
neighbours, and co-workers are largely determined by the individual’s social surroundings,
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for the most part people make their own choices about whom to enter into a friendship
with.
Traditionally, friendship relationships were seen as being most critical at the life stage
of adolescents, as young people looked for support and development of their identity
separate from their family (Dickens & Perlman, 1981; Little, 1993; Pahl, 2000). However,
the importance of friendships across an individual’s lifespan is now recognised (Noller,
Feeney, & Peterson, 2001), particularly as the nature of their other relationships may
change due to higher levels of divorce and geographical separation from family (O’Connor,
1998; Pahl, 2000; Suitor & Keeton, 1997). Indeed, for some individuals, the aspects of care
and intimacy which have traditionally been associated with family relationships are being
solely found among friends  giving rise to the concept of ‘family of choice’ (Pahl, 2000;
Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004). For adults at various life stages, friendships can provide a
number of social and emotional benefits, including companionship (e.g., Bell, 1981;
Francis, 1990), care and affection (e.g., Davidson & Packard, 1981; Friedman, 1993;
Schultz, 1991), and support (e.g., Liebler & Sandefur, 2002; Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung,
2001; Suitor & Keeton, 1997).
The importance of friendships to the middle managers in this study became apparent
early in the first stage of the research, and these relationships had relevance both at work
and in their personal lives. This paper focuses on one of the themes of friendships that
emerged from the study  the fact that in dealing with the numerous demands on their time
and energy, it was interaction with friends which frequently was one of the first aspects of
their lives to be affected. Our discussion first looks at these middle managers’ recognition
of the value of friendships for their wellbeing. The remainder of the paper then considers
the impact of work on these relationships  and the fact that friendships were often under
strain due to respondents’ competing time demands.
Recognising the value of friendships
There has been extensive research on the value of friendship relationships to individuals’
wellbeing, particularly in the provision of social support (e.g., Hirsch & David, 1983;
Winstead, Derlega, Lewis, Sanchez-Hucles, & Clarke, 1992; Wright, 1984). The presence of
supportive friendships has been shown to have a positive connection to people’s health
(e.g., Kouzis & Eaton, 1998; Sarason et al., 2001; Uchino, 2004). However, support is not
the only value individuals can gain from their friendships. Building on the role of
adolescent friendships in the development of self-identity, the friendship relationship
throughout an individual’s life has been linked to ongoing ethical and moral development
(Friedman, 1993). Furthermore, as other aspects of life change, friendships can both
provide stability and a safe environment for individuals to explore and reinforce their sense
of self (Allan & Adams, 1998; O’Connor, 1998).
More recently, researchers have investigated friendships in the workplace, looking at
the potential benefits for areas such as individual job satisfaction (e.g., Markiewicz,
Devine, & Kausilas, 2000; Winstead, Derlega, Montgomery, & Pilkington, 1995) and
organisational communication and interaction (e.g., Sias & Cahill, 1998). The worklife
balance literature also includes recognition of the social support available through
friendships, particularly from friends in similar situations. One example is that of
employed parents citing help from friends which included the provision of advice, and
an understanding of the challenges of work and family responsibilities, as well as more
tangible and instrumental support (Lee & Duxbury, 1998, p. 313). In their various forms,
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friendships have a restorative value for many individuals, acting as a means to counter the
depleting effects of work (Greenblatt, 2002).
The middle managers in this study acknowledged the supportive element of their
friendships. Friends provided them with an opportunity to talk through some of their
concerns  whether issues in managing people in the workplace or projects they were
working on  and help relieve some of the pressure they were feeling. Meredith shared a
simple example:
As another mechanism for dealing with stress, I may have lunch with a friend where I can vent
my frustration, have a laugh and then get back to work. Often this is a great distraction from
stress. (Meredith  email)
This ability to vent their emotions or ‘let off steam’ was expressed by many respondents. In
particular, they spoke of the stressful aspects of their work and personal lives, and that
their friendships provided an opportunity to discuss these and restore a sense of
equilibrium. The female respondents to this study especially spoke about the emotional
aspects of their lives, and the benefits gained from having an opportunity to talk through
these issues with their friends. This was consistent with research on the nature of
friendships, which points to evidence that women are more likely than men to seek and
receive emotional support within these relationships (e.g., Davidson & Packard, 1981; Lee
& Duxbury, 1998). Conversely, men more often describe receiving practical support from
their friends. When asked how he dealt with concerns or difficult issues in his work, Martin
indicated more of this focus on seeking practical support within a friendship relationship:
I don’t know if it’s a bloke thing, but if you had an issue, you might approach it-, and I’ve seen
other guys doing this. They’ll approach you and they’ll say, ‘Oh Martin, I’ve got an issue with
industrial relations and it’s -.’ And I’ll say, ‘Well mate, read it in the Act.’ And they’ll say, ‘I’ve
tried that. Nothing there.’ So he’ll be just feeling for the resources that I’ve got that I can send
him off to. It’s just a question-and-answer type thing. And then, perhaps, if I struck him at the
pub or something and he was a bit more relaxed about the whole thing, he might revisit it on a
more of a friendship type thing. And say, ‘That thing I was asking you about the other day,
listen, this is what it was about. I’m going to do this, and I’m thinking about doing that.’
(Martin  interview)
The opening of Martin’s comments reflected the practical support within his male
friendships, specifically, informational support in the assistance of problem solving
(Langford, Juanita, Maloney, & Lillis, 1997). However, the second half of the quotation
indicated the value of the nature of friendship over time, as opposed to seeking assistance
from a colleague. Martin’s story presented an example of affirmational support, which
involves communicating information which is more relevant to self-evaluation than
problem solving, and which includes expressions that affirm the appropriateness of acts
or statements made by another person (Langford et al., 1997). Within the context of a
friendship, there is more security to ‘try out’ ideas or approaches to a problem, seeking
affirmation of their decision from a friend rather than a work colleague. Researchers have
drawn a correlation between this form of support and the more nurturing role among
female friendships (Zani & Pietrantoni, 2001). Within this context, the value of friendships
for men’s wellbeing can also be recognised. Indeed, many of the male respondents did
indicate recognition of the value of social support from their friendships.
This ability to be able to work through problems within the safe environment of a
friendship appeared to have particular relevance for these respondents in their middle
management experiences. Throughout the study, these middle managers also reported a
sense of loneliness in their positions in the middle of the organisation, and that they did
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not always have someone with whom they could discuss issues which arose. Respondents
spoke of the benefit of friends who understood the specific middle management experience.
Daphne shared an example where she was frustrated in balancing the demands of a
particular executive manager with the other work requirements of her team. She used
a friend to provide a sounding board for her concerns:
We went and had a coffee at a nearby cafe and I was able to ‘get angry’ about it. She was able
to give me some tips on getting it through the deadlock. (Daphne  email)
Daphne’s description of this friendship revealed examples of both emotional support (in
providing an opportunity to vent her emotions) and practical support (in giving advice
in how to proceed with her task). Such friendships enabled the provision of active
acknowledgement and support for the concerns these middle managers were facing in their
work. However, social support is only one dimension which friendships can provide. They
can also involve warmth, laughter, and pure fun. Respondents spoke of how meeting with
friends also often provided an avenue for getting out of the workplace or home, thus
providing a leisure pursuit at the same time. All these aspects contributed to the value these
middle managers placed on their friendships  and were the reason why the negative
impacts on their time with friends were so unwelcome.
Friendships under strain
When respondents spoke about what they wanted in their lives, the impediments to
pursuing time with friends were repeatedly raised. When dealing with the numerous
demands upon their attention, both in and out of the workplace, time with friends was
frequently towards the top of the list of necessary sacrifices. In particular, the middle
managers in this study spoke about their frustrations in having control over their work
time. Meredith shared an example of how she was often required to deal with a workplace
situation at the last minute. This frequently necessitated a rescheduling of personal
commitments:
Often I have made appointments to see friends, but needed to cancel at the last moment due to
work. This can get tiresome for friends, and potentially they may stop bothering to call
‘because I am always too busy’ or always end up cancelling. (Meredith  email)
Friendship involves an element of reciprocity (e.g., Wright, 1984) and, as Meredith
indicated, a strain could be placed on the relationship when she was always the one having
to make excuses. In repeatedly cancelling agreed plans, there was a risk of permanent
detriment to Meredith’s friendships. Certainly, it could become problematic to seek out
social support from these friends when she was unable to reciprocate when they asked
something of her. However, respondents needed to make choices about the use of their
limited time and energy and, not surprisingly, their first priority was their immediate
families. Thus, friendships were an area which ‘had to give’, as Claire described:
I’ve noticed that my friends have been the most impacted by my increased responsibility at
work. It’s the gym classes, the coffees at lunch time, the movies after work or the Sunday
mornings walking around the markets that were ‘dropped’ first, either to make time for work
or to make time for at least some time with my partner or family. I have had friends comment
to me that I’m a workaholic which is not the case. I have also had friends comment that they
haven’t had a dinner get-together, or any other get-together that lasted longer than a cup of
coffee for months. I would agree. My time with friends has been reduced to a quick catch up
over coffee. (Claire  email)
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Claire’s story exemplified the concerns of many respondents. Although wanting to spend
time with friends, they were often inhibited in this. As Claire noted, even when she was able
to give time to her friends, this was often less than she would have liked, with implications
for the quality of their interactions. Peter shared another example of the impacts: ‘I was
playing a loud board game with some friends on a Saturday night, but because I was so
exhausted from work pressures, I fell asleep in the middle of the game (with everyone
shouting around me!).’ While the humour in this situation can be seen, it also revealed a
serious concern common among these middle managers that merely creating some time
with friends was not sufficient. Meaningful engagement was required, as Hays (1988)
noted, to enable achievement of both of the friends’ socialemotional goals. Claire
provided recognition of this lack of engagement when sharing her experience of the
personal impact of the reduced time with friends:
I have also noticed as the quantity of the time I spend with friends has diminished so has the
quality of the time. For example, I was talking on the phone to a girlfriend and she started
talking about this guy she was seeing by first name, and I had no idea who she was talking
about because I haven’t had a chance to have a good chat to her since she started seeing him.
Something this simple devastated me because I was so ‘out of the loop’ and I obviously hadn’t
been there for my girlfriend to talk to! As time goes on and I am able to spend less and less time
with my friends, I think that more and more of my friendships will deteriorate and disappear
altogether. (Claire  email)
A number of research studies have revealed that it is often areas of sport and exercise which
individuals first forego as they deal with the multiple demands of work and the rest of life
(e.g., Doumas, Margolin, & John, 2003; Popham & Mitchell, 2006). This decrease in
exercise levels obviously has implications for people’s physical health and wellbeing.
However, while a decrease in exercise activities may have also occurred first for the
respondents in the current study, this did not carry the emotional impact that loss of time
with friends brought. Claire shared her ‘devastation’ at the impact on her friendship, and
the sense that she was becoming disconnected from her friend’s life. Sadness has been
identified as an emotion linked to a sense of irrevocable loss (Lazarus, 1991). When we
consider the reciprocal nature of friendships (Wright, 1984), there is the potential for loss
of this relationship if Claire is unable to engage with her friend’s life.
We are conscious that both the nature and number of friendships people have can
change over time (Rawlins, 1992). This is most frequently due to some change in status,
such as becoming married, divorced, or widowed, becoming parents or caregivers for other
family members, or changing jobs or losing employment (Suitor & Keeton, 1997). Quite
often, friendships are formed through commonalities with others and, conversely, can
deteriorate as differences increase between individuals (Pahl, 2000). However, the impacts
reported by Claire and other respondents had little to do with choice (whether conscious or
unconscious) over the deterioration of these friendships. The concerns they expressed were
not for the loss of particular relationships, but the impacts on all their friendships. Their
sadness and frustration was so strong because they felt a lack of control in their attempts to
maintain these relationships. Considering both the emotional and therapeutic value of
friendships, particularly for women (Schultz, 1991), multiple losses of these kind could
have strong consequences for individuals’ wellbeing.
As noted earlier, it was not only female respondents who recognised the importance of
friendships for wellbeing. Male respondents also spoke about this support, and their
subsequent strong emotions at the impacts of work on their friendships, as Peter shared:
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I feel my friendships are more shallow than they ought to be. I have too little time to catch up
with friends. . . . Again this angers me, as we all know it is vital for us all to have a strong social
network. (There is a mountain of evidence that it improves health and wellbeing, etc.)
(Peter  email)
Peter’s anger at the impact on his friendships was particularly evident. In his case, the
context of his working life appeared to influence these emotions. Over the course of our
correspondence, Peter’s story revealed a particularly hostile work environment. He spoke
of constantly having to ‘watch his back’, of being ‘screwed around’, and of being on the
receiving end of ‘dirty politics’. He had no real allies within the organisation, and he spoke
of not wanting to place the full burden of his concerns on his wife. Where his friendships
outside the workplace may have provided some haven from this hostility and pain, he had
little time to develop these friendships as he wanted. While it could be argued that there
might be a defence mechanism acting here in Peter not pursuing these friendships, his
statements indicated recognition of the vital nature of these relationships for his wellbeing.
The fact remained that the demands of his working life impeded the amount of time he had
available to invest in the development of his friendships. The synergies between different
parts of life (Lewis et al., 2003) are again demonstrated in Peter’s experience. A potential
way to reduce work pressures and receive advice in how to deal with some of the difficult
situations would be to spend time relaxing with friends and using them as a sounding
board. However, the same work demands impeded the ability to develop meaningful
friendships. It became a vicious cycle.
Other respondents reported more of a sense of loss when describing the impacts on
their friendships. Sam also spoke of the need to develop close friendships, and portrayed
a sense of sadness that he had not been able to do this to the extent he would have
liked:
A good example would be how I felt when asked to speak at the fiftieth birthday of a lifelong
friend earlier this year. I started trying to put together the fifty-year journey Matthew
[a pseudonym] and I had experienced. In doing so, I was struck by the impact of my work life,
the lack of face-to-face contact, the closeness/familiarity necessary to speak in as meaningful a
way as I would have liked. (Sam  email)
Sam’s comments indicated both sadness and regret as he was looking back at the impact of
work on his friendships over time. Research has shown that while men have both fewer
friends and less frequent interaction with them than women do, they place the same value
on close friendships (Yaughn & Nowicki, 1999). However, a close friendship necessitates
development over time. Indeed, for a person to be in a position to provide affirmational
support (or emotional support) requires an awareness and acknowledgement of the
personal situation for the other individual (Langford et al., 1997). As Sam discussed, this
involves contact over time to build closeness and familiarity. Sam’s sense of regret was
evident in a number of his comments. As he was nearing the end of his career, he was
reflecting on many of the impacts and effects in his life. In the approach to (semi-)
retirement, he was looking forward to spending more time with family and friends.
However, there was recognition that his circle of friends was not as strong as he would have
liked. This concern was echoed by other middle managers who were late in their careers. A
number expressed regret as they looked back over their working lives, questioning whether
the time and energy devoted to their career progression was worth the reduced depth of
friendship they felt.
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Conclusion
The notion of workpersonal life integration emphasises that, rather than focusing on the
amount of time spent on different activities, individuals should be aiming to find
satisfaction in both work and personal life (Burke, Oberklaid, & Burgess, 2005, p. 54). We
have argued here that one important area of individuals’ personal lives is their relation-
ships with friends. In speaking about issues of worklife balance, the middle managers in
this study expressed definite dissatisfaction with the impacts of work on their friendships.
Respondents reported feeling both anger and sadness at negative influences on both the
quantity and quality of their time with friends. These emotional impacts became evident
because respondents also recognised the value of friendships for their wellbeing. In
particular, friends acted as a form of stress relief, either through providing both practical
and emotional support or with simple companionship and relaxation.
While social changes in people’s lives may lead to a ‘natural’ rise and decline in some
friendships, this study’s focus on the impact of workplace experiences revealed that
respondents did not want to lose their friendships. Yet, the reality of their organisational
lives meant there was a risk of this situation occurring. Longer working hours, the need to
respond to last-minute issues, and the increased emotional demands of their middle
management roles all contributed to the detrimental effects on their friendships. The
research findings identified a dichotomy present for these middle managers: friendships
provide a method of alleviating some of the stress of work demands, yet at the same time
are being impeded by these demands. Indeed, not being able to pursue their friendships in
the manner they would have liked added a further frustration and strain to respondents’
lives.
This is an important issue for organisations to consider. At first glance, organisations
themselves may not appear to be adversely affected by these concerns. The middle
managers in the study were continuing to respond to workplace demands, while it was their
lives outside of work which carried the strain. However, the impact in individuals’ personal
lives will ultimately influence their workplace performance. For example, the management
of stress is frequently cited as an essential element of the skills set of an ‘effective’ manager.
However, this study showed that knowledge of coping strategies, such as these middle
managers’ recognition of the value of friendships, is not sufficient. Organisations must
provide managers with a true ability to engage in activities  and friendships  which will
aid them as they undertake their working lives.
One potential avenue for organisations to assist middle managers could be in the
development of informal networks within the workplace. Some of the supportive and
companionable elements of friendships may be found in relationships with work
colleagues, particularly those with similar interests. However, while other authors have
proposed that employees who work long hours should actively seek out friendships at work
(e.g., Riordan & Griffeth, 1995), this aspect of workplace relationships warrants further
investigation. For example, are there differences between friendships formed in the
workplace and those developed due to other commonalities? The nature of the workplace
setting, with often-competing loyalties to different people and groups within the
organisation, may also act against the voluntary and reciprocal qualities of friendships.
Indeed, when the middle managers in the current study spoke about the development of
new friendships, a key concern expressed was that their position in the organisation
drastically reduced their potential for developing friendships in the workplace.
It is not only in the organisational setting where these middle managers’ experiences
must be considered. The research findings of the strain on friendships also have potential
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implications for the wider community. The lack of time to develop and maintain
friendships has possible consequences for the maintenance of individuals’ support
networks. If individuals have smaller groups of friends, they may have limited ability to
seek advice, share childcare, and otherwise receive support. One outcome may be a greater
reliance on formal community groups or organisations to provide both this practical and
informational support.
The findings of this study emphasise the need to continue to provide recognition for all
aspects of people’s lives when undertaking research into the experience of work. As the
discussion showed, while individuals may report that areas of exercise and leisure are the
first aspects of life they forego due to time pressures, the emotional impacts reported by
these respondents at the strain placed on their friendships were significant. For researchers
and managers concerned with the notion of worklife balance, consideration of the sadness
and anger expressed by these respondents reveals an important area for exploration.
Future studies could better consider the meaning of friendship for employees. Also, while
research studies have recognised both family and friends as providers of social support, the
emphasis by respondents on friendships suggests there may be differences in the support
received from each and that individuals’ needs cannot be addressed by family members
alone. Further study and explication of the issues highlighted in this paper could enhance
our understanding of the meaning of friendship. A larger study could also be undertaken
to determine differences in how individuals view these workplace impacts. For example, are
some people more successful in maintaining their friendships  and what contributes to
this? Finally, this study has explored the experiences of middle managers. There is a need
for further investigation to determine whether this is a unique experience or whether other
occupational groups of employees experience the same concern, and to what degree, for
friendships under strain.
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